SALVADOR DALI
Spanish (1904- Salvador Dali was born in Figueras, a tiny village in the Spanish province of Catalonia, 1 While he began painting as a young child (and with the encouragement of the Impressionist painter and family friend Ram6n Pitchot), Dali enrolled for his formal training in 1921 at the Fine Arts Academy in Madrid. His controversial personality, with manifest tendencies toward anarchism, led to his suspension from the Academy in 1923 for walking out of an assembly convened to announce the appointment of a professor whom Dali and other students considered incompetent.. Dali returned to the school in 1924 but was permanently expelled in 1926 when he declared that his professors were unqualified to examine him. Perhaps the most lasting influence of these school years was his associations with avant-garde writers and artists such as Federico Garcia Lorca and Luis Bufiuel. and his own experiments with a variety of traditional and modern approaches to painting. During his student years, Dali explored the pictorial vocabularies of painters ranging from the Spanish masters (Velazquez, El Greco, Goya) to "the successive stages of European modernism" (Post-Impressionism, Fauvism, Cubism, the fantasy painting of Chagall and Kandinsky, and the Purism of Ozenfant and Jeaneret, known as Le Corbusier).2 The influence of Picasso was an important force in Dali's formative years, especially during the late twenties.
The mature painting of Dali has been profoundly influenced by the Surrealists and by his admiration for the Renaissance painters, especially Piero della Francesca and Raphael. Surrealism, founded in 1924 by the French poet Andre Breton and inspired by the discoveries of Sigmund Freud, favors the creative and imaginative forces of mind over reason. Thought "in the absence of all control exercised by reason and outside all aesthetic or moral preoccupations" (Breton) is the motto of Surrealist art. 3 Although Surrealist images began appearing in his works around 1926 Dali's use of the concept of "dematerialization" illustrates the impact the atomic age had made upon him. He explains its meaning: The changes in matter resulting from an atomic explosion are parallel to his spiritual transformation of the Madonna, Because of her unique role, her physical body is "dematerialized," The open space cut through her torso, as depicted in The Madonna of Port Lligat, becomes a "mystical and virginal tabernacle" wherein the Christ Child is suspended in space, Her masklike face and head are suspended above dismembered hands and arms.
Dali's allusions to the atomic age, in combination with his use of surrealist imagery, shows his intention to produce a modern painting, not a mere working of a familiar theme according to an earlier style. The modernity of the Madonna of Port Lligat is also sustained in his use of modern optics. A remarkable sense of spatial depth is achieved here by introducing threedimensional stereoscopic qualities. The colors of striking clarity suggest the medium of modern color photography, which may also have influenced Dali's approach to the painting.
Although Dali uses the pictorial images of Christianity and the Renaissance, his symbolism in The Madonna of Port Lligat (1949) is more complex than it first appears. His Madonna is intended to be doubly understood, first as the Madonna of the mystical spirit and then as Dali's tribute to his beloved wife, Gala, who is the model. For Dali, Gala, as the guiding force in his life, was both Helen of Troy and Madonna, the sensuous and spiritual ideal in one. 9 Although in a visually subordinate role, the Christ Child [Juan Figueras, a fisherman's son from Cadaques is the model) has a central place in the meaning of the painting. His placement in the tabernacle carved out of the Madonna's body, near where her heart would otherwise be, symbolizes his central role in the iconography. The cross and globe signify his intended dominion over the world.
The egg and seashell trace back to Piero della Francesca's Brera Altarpiece in Milan, as noted earlier, except that Dali inverts the seashell in the manner of the inverted seashell in Carlo Crivelli's Madonna and Child Enthroned (National Gallery, Washington).l0
The egg in Piero's painting is a symbol that hasoccasioned much debate, both as to the kind of egg it is and as to its possible meanings: as a reliquary, a symbol of Virgin birth, death and resurrection, or of the four elements of the earth.ll Dali discusses Piero's and his own uses of the egg at length in his book Fifty Secrets of Magic Craftsmanship. He compares it to a world suspended from heaven and also uses it to represent the unity of the Catholic Church in the world. Its placement over the Madonna signals her prominence in that world sphere. Or, as we have indicated, the egg may additionally represent the central role of Gala in the artist's personal world.
Seashells, in particular scallop shells, may represent pilgrimage or baptism, while the fish represents Christ and the lemons are associated with fidelity in love. Dali's use of these symbols apparently follows the conventions of Christian tradition.
The sea urchin (especially prominent in this painting) has a unique meaning for Dali. He invites any painter to view his own paintings through the microscopic world of the sea urchin's skeleton fitted with a crystal lens, as a measure of perfection. Dali also compares the "architectural" structure of the skeleton of a sea urchin to the finest of man-made architectural structures and likens the sea urchin's role in the life of a painter to the role of a human skeleton in the life of a saint. The saint, who periodically experiences ecstasies and is drawn by "otherworldly" concerns, is reminded of his earthly condition by a human skull. The painter, whose ecstasies are primarily related to the material world, requires the skeleton of the sea urchin to remind him of the celestial regions beyond the sensuality of his OilS. 12 Important to a complete reading of this painting is the role of architectural symbolism. From the Middle 80 Ages on, architecture has been used in paintings to express essential thoughts. Dali follows the Renaissance painters, particularly Piero della Francesca, in his use of an architectural structure to enclose the Madonna and Child (Piero's Brera Altarpiece). 13 The architecture is intended to express a synthesis of humankind and the world and is the point of view from which a painter perceives people and nature itself. In this instance Dali shows the human figures suspended in space, fragmented and dismembered; what he seems to be saying, then, is that they are mystically transcendent and dematerialized in respect to the world.
